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 In loving memory of my mother

Vera Joyce Brenchley, née Grant,

who read Chalet School books herself in her childhood

and was thus pretty much solely responsible for me.


  Praise for Dust Up at the Crater School

Only in the laboratory of Chaz Brenchley could the British school story be lovingly sutured together with the Old Mars of the pulps, animated with the crackling static of a planetary dust storm, and sent lumbering down to the village. No — skipping down to the village, with a beret, and a paper bag full of bulls’-eyes, and a wholesome desire to excel at lacrosse.

Francis Spufford

  Praise for Three Twins at the Crater School

“What a brilliant wheeze, to transplant a girls’ school story to a steampunk Martian colony. Chaz Brenchley performs a pitch-perfect quantum shift that’s full of plums. If you’re a fan of Brent-Dyer or Brazil or Blyton, you will love Three Twins at the Crater School.”

Val McDermid

“All the earnest charm of a British boarding school story, plus aliens! I wish I were a Crater School girl.”

Marie Brennan

“Three Twins at the Crater School is splendidly full of peril and charm. It calls forth very particular memories of books and mountain schools and the adventures of teenage girls.”

Gillian Polack

“In a past that isn’t ours, in a world of aether ships and an Eternal Empress, the Crater School embodies all the values, passions, high jinks and adventures of the classic girl school stories of the first half of the twentieth century.  For every fan of The Chalet School, Malory Towers, Dimsie or the Abbey Girls, this is a guiltless pleasure.”

Farah Mendlesohn

“Who would have thought an English boarding school story and a science fiction adventure mashup would work so spectacularly? This is a one-sitting page-turner!”

Sherwood Smith

“The British Empire has met its match in Chaz Brenchley’s Mars. Mysterious aquatic aliens have transported humans to the Red Planet by means unexplained, and the Brits, willingly taking on the colonizing of this new world, establish themselves well. The Crater School brings to mind the rigidity of Aubrey Upjohn’s Malvern House, the rowdiness of Stalky’s Coll, and the resourcefulness and sheer heart of St. Trinian’s. Brenchley had me at ‘British girls’ school on Mars’.”

Jennifer Stevenson

“If Angela Brazil and Edgar Rice Burroughs had decided to write a story together, Three Twins at the Crater School might have been the delightful result. Friendship, family ties—good and bad—and schoolgirl shenanigans set against the backdrop of a Mars straight out of early science fiction makes for exciting and yet cozy reading. I was especially intrigued by the hints of alternate history—the deathless Queen Victoria, a Great War fought between Britain and Czarist Russia—there’s much to explore here, and I sincerely hope there will be further instalments.”

Marissa Doyle

“In this inventive combination, Brenchley offers readers an entertaining opportunity to revisit the school stories and planetary romances of days gone by. Along the way, he interrogates the assumptions and attitudes of those books and their era with charming ruthlessness. Highly recommended.”

Juliet E. McKenna

“A rollicking good read from start to finish! Move over, Enid Blyton, there are new girls at school—and they fight monsters!”

Ellen Klages

“Twins we will never forget and cool Mars creatures.”

Miranda and Talia, age 9
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  Chapter One


  An Unexpected Pupil


The news was all over school, running like wildfire through corridors and dormitories, greeting each batch of new arrivals almost before they’d taken off their hats and found their friends.

Rowany de Vere—Rowany, of all people!—had made a mull of her Oxford entrance, and was back unexpectedly at the Crater School for an extra year of coaching before she tried again.

“Not that she can be Head Girl again.” Thus Lise Harper, stoutly, to her particular crew. “We’ve never had the same Head Girl two years running, and I don’t suppose we ever will. It’s, it’s against all tradition. And besides, it’s Melanie’s turn.” Melanie Fitzwalter had been Rowany’s deputy for the last year, as well as Games Prefect and head of Stokes House. Lise was a Stokes girl, loyal to a fault; and a sportsman through and through; and, above all, a devoted supporter of Melanie’s ever since her first term. Melanie had been in the Middle School in those far-off days, but she’d taken the gawky hopeful Junior under her wing for reasons neither one of them had ever been able to explain. She’d taught Lise not to fear the hockey ball, however hard it came; and how to strengthen her backhand, how to guard her stumps, how to pull an oar. Now Lise was a Middle herself, and still Melanie’s most passionate defender, come what may.

Her listeners on this occasion were her own cohort, a group that formed last term and was already widely known as the Crew. Double twins, no less, and sundry other original sinners: they were eyed admiringly by their juniors, warily by authority, askance even by their own tribe. Where the Crew led, trouble was likely to follow. Fun first, but trouble after.

The Crew was well accustomed to Lise’s passion, and generally paid it no more heed than it was worth. This time, though, they were all more or less in agreement.

“Of course Melanie should be Head Girl,” Tasha decreed, from where she lay sprawled on Levity’s bed with her head in Tawney’s lap. “It’s not just that she’s been waiting for it, she’s trained for it. A whole year’s apprenticeship, as Rowany’s deputy. It rubs off, that Rowany-ness. Melanie’s almost as much on the ball as Rowany ever was. More’s the pity.”

“Just as much!” Lise declared, inevitably. 

“Well, perhaps,” said Tawney the peacemaker, “but I’m sure she learned it from Rowany.”

“You’re sure that who learned what from Rowany?” The voice was none of theirs, but instantly familiar to them all. They disentangled themselves from each other and scrambled to their feet, feeling vaguely that a mannerly gesture might somehow help an indefensible situation; then one by one they lifted their gaze to confront the mild and curious expression of the very person they’d been discussing.

Crater School prefects were legendary, of course, for being exactly where you didn’t want to find them, and for hearing exactly what you wouldn’t want them to know. Even so, this was an extreme example, and seemed particularly unfair. This might be Melanie’s own house, and of course she was on duty and on alert the first day of term, but still! Didn’t she have anything better to do than go prying about, listening at the doors of dormitories that were supposed to be empty at this time of day…?

In fairness, not one of them supposed that she had really been eavesdropping. She’d heard voices and just come marching in, no doubt about that. Just in time to catch that last remark. Oh, why hadn’t they at least thought to close the door…?

“Tawney? You were saying?”

Tawney cursed her fate, wondered what terrible punishment lay in store, and stood mute, staring at her shoes. 

After a long, long silence, Melanie surprised them all with a chuckle.

“Oh, very well. I’m not going to pitch you into a row on the first day—and I can’t very well, given that the remark was certainly not intended for my ears, however happily it found its way there. But try to treat this as a lesson, people. Gossiping about others is a social crime at best, and doing it where you can be overheard is downright foolhardy—and in school, wherever you are, you can always be overheard by someone. It’s bound to get back to your, to your gossipee, so don’t do it, there’s good children.”

“T’isn’t gossip if it’s news,” muttered Tasha. “Is it?”

“That, my dear Tasha, is a fine line and you’re better off not trying to tread it. Especially where it concerns your seniors. You’ll hear officially what you need to know. Beyond that, anything personal is down to other people’s judgement, whether they choose to tell you. Now: I know that you all like to live in one another’s pockets, and you haven’t seen each other in an age and there’s a lot to catch up with—some of which might authentically be called news, Tasha, yes—but this isn’t the best day to be disregarding rules wholesale. Only two of you belong in Stokes at all, and those two shouldn’t be lolling about in their dormie in mid-afternoon. Twins—both sets—you’re in Jopling, aren’t you? In one dormitory, yet? I can’t imagine what fevered brain thought that was a good idea—” 

“—That was Miss Leven,” Tasha murmured, just sufficiently sotto voce that Melanie could pretend she hadn’t heard it—

“—but don’t you have work you should be getting on with there?”

“Please, Melanie,” Jessica said, in her role as the slightly newer Abramoff, hence not quite so tainted in her reputation, “we were all unpacked already, as we didn’t go home this hol and neither did the Mishtwins, so Miss Peters said she thought it would be better for everyone if we just got out of her hair.”

“Out from underfoot,” Rachel interrupted, “is what she said exactly.”

“In other words, you were making such a nuisance of yourselves that your own housemistress flung you forth. Sent out of your country for your country’s good, eh? And you decided your best plan was to come down and make a nuisance of yourselves in Stokes instead. I see. And is the same true for you, Pete?”

“Well,”—the shortest, youngest, newest and fiercest of the Crew screwed up her face in a terrible scowl—“I didn’t get flung out of Greenaway. But I didn’t need to unpack, and there wasn’t anything to do, and I didn’t have anywhere else to go, so…”

“I see,” Melanie repeated, a little more gently this time. Pete had lost both parents, she knew, and was effectively homeless until her uncle guardian found work and a place to settle. The Crater School had a tradition of taking in orphans—there was hardly a school on Mars that did not—and making self-reliant women of them, but Pete was a challenge even here. In half a term she had not settled to school strictures; she was still more boyish than otherwise, in Melanie’s estimation; and her only friends, the older girl knew full well, were here in this room. “Well, I can’t be doing with you all hanging around in here, even if the rules allowed it, which they don’t. Even on the first day of term, Levity, no. I have you and Lise on the list for unpacking at five o’clock, which gives you two hours to fill; why don’t you all raid the practice lockers, go down to the cricket field and play all-against-all? On the outfield, please, not on the pitch; that’s sacred, and Mr Marks would have my ears for his collection if I let you kids tear it up before the first match of term. And mind you pad up properly, batsman and wicketkeeper both. I don’t want to be explaining bruises or worse to Sister Anthony. If anyone comes by to ask what you’re up to, tell them I sent you. As a punishment. Understood?”

“Yes, Melanie,” seven beaming faces acknowledged.

“Good. Go on, then; scram. And mind you’re back in time, you two. Don’t keep me waiting.”

Once she was safely out of earshot, as the Crew scrambled happily downstairs towards two unexpected hours of their favourite pastime, one triumphant voice murmured, “See? I told you! Definitely rubbed-off Rowany, that was…”

 

Some foundations—if rumour is to be believed—are only too glad to see the back of their founder, however soon or late it comes, that happy day. Not so the Crater School. The school’s onlie begetter had been Mrs Mackenzie for some years now, but she was still and always Miss Tolchard within these stone walls, and still welcomed with open arms by staff and pupils alike whenever she chose to come across the water. Indeed, on one never-to-be-forgotten Speech Day, she had been apostrophised from the stage—in front of parents and dignitaries—as “Beloved Matriarch,” which the school would certainly never let her forget, although the guilty girl had long departed.

Her marriage to the famous doctor—whose own great project was the Sanatorium the other side of the lake, where he and his team studied and treated all the various and peculiar diseases unique to the Red Planet—had necessarily called a halt to her position as Headmistress of the Crater School. Nevertheless, she was still its founder and still its owner, and she kept an interest far greater than financial. She always liked to visit at the start of every term, to meet whatever new girls there might be, and to talk over whatever challenges the school knew it would be facing. 

It was her custom to telephone before she came. This particular day—being the start of Michaelmas Term, after the long holiday, when most new girls would arrive to begin their school career—Miss Leven had been expecting her predecessor’s call all day. It hadn’t come; and so after dinner she had shared a cup of coffee in the staff room and then excused herself to her own study, where there was more paperwork awaiting than she cared to consider.

She had barely worked her way into it before she was interrupted by a peremptory, not to say insouciant tap at the door. Frowning, she lifted her head; the door opened before she could speak, and her visitor stepped lightly in.

Unwelcome vanished in a moment from Miss Leven’s face. She rose to her feet, holding her hands out in delight. “Evelyn! I had entirely given up on you tonight.”

“Meaning, I know, that this is a ridiculously late hour to be calling. Nevertheless, here I am, casting myself upon you all unprepared.”

“Is Mac away again?”

“He is. And he made me promise not to row myself over to see you, with the merlins being as turbulent as they are; so I’m dependent on the good offices of a doctor with a car, or else the public steambus. Young Penberthy was kind enough to bring me this evening, as he has a dinner engagement with your Miss Calomy, down in the town. I’d wager he has more on his mind than dinner, too,” she went on pensively. 

“Oh, don’t tell me I’m in need of a new art mistress! Again!”

“Well, of course she may refuse him—but I’d start casting about, if I were you. Those two seem quite set on each other.”

“Oh, they are, there’s no question about it, bar the one he hasn’t quite popped yet—but I did hope he might hold off for a few years.”

“Oh my dear, did you really? When were the young ever in anything other than a hurry? Ed engaged me in earnest conversation as he drove me down tonight, wondering if I might be able to construe ‘Seize time by the forelock’ as a Latin aphorism. I gathered that he had tried Carpe diem for size and found it inadequate to his needs. He was afraid she might think it had something to do with fish.”

“Oh, lor’! That poor boy! What did you tell him?”

“To trust to his English tongue, of course, and his native sense of timing. He needs no more.”

“No, you’re right, of course—and he is a charming lad, and they will do very well together. And we will be left in the lurch again. That’s the trouble with your wretched Sanatorium, it attracts so many extremely eligible bachelors. And of course Mars needs wives and children, but it needs single women too. How else are those children, or the girl-children at least, to be educated? Sometimes I come over all heretical, you know, and think that we shouldn’t be so quick to let our teachers go, just because they’ve decided to get married. Babies don’t always follow on the instant—and there are nannies and nurseries in any case, children needn’t be a bar on a woman’s career.”

“Why, Peggy Leven, you’re a radical! A revolutionary!”

“Of course I am. I have to be. We need different customs and different solutions, this far from Home. The old ways aren’t always the best ways, not for us. Not on Mars. You wouldn’t like to come back, I suppose?” Miss Leven pierced her friend and employer with a gimlet eye. “Say two or three days a week, just to see how you like it?”

Miss Tolchard laughed gaily, even as she shook her head. “I’m sorry, Peg, it can’t be done. I told you, there’s a ukase against my rowing over, and Mac can’t spare a driver to be running me back and forth. Besides, I don’t want to be that much away from home, while my own children are young. Oh, I know they’d be perfectly fine without me—but the same is not true in reverse.”

“Which is why my revolution will never happen, I know. Very well. Let us set radicalism aside as a lost cause, fit only for arguments in Oxford quads, and turn our minds to other matters. I’ll ring for another cup, so you can share this pot of Mrs Bailey’s excellent coffee”—she suited the action to the word—“and I’ll ask the maid to make up your usual room, shall I? Or is Edward Penberthy expecting to collect you and take you home again?”

“Not he. I couldn’t do that to the child, provide a period to his adventure. He’d have felt himself under curfew all evening, watching the clock, wondering how late he could make me wait. No, I told him to focus on Miss Calomy tonight; and yes, I’d be very grateful for a bed. I know I shouldn’t have sprung myself on you like this, all unannounced, but—well, the opportunity was quite sudden, and he was very eager to be off. It seemed a shame to pass up the chance. I’ll have breakfast with your new girls in the morning, if I may. Any originals amongst them?”

“Not that I’ve noticed,” Miss Leven said. “They seem a very normal group of girls, for a wonder. And every one of them a Junior; not a single older applicant this term, so we’ve no need to be squeezing an extra girl into a form or a dormitory that’s already settled.”

“That must be some relief, after last term. How are those two wicked ones settling in?”

“Which two? They’re all wicked, at that age. Oh, I know who you mean: half-term’s unexpected arrivals. Jessica Abramoff is the perfect Crater School girl, let me tell you: mischievous and inventive, just the way we’ve always liked them. She’s a good influence on her sister, too, despite everything their parents may believe. Little Pete Thorogood, on the other hand—well, I’m not sure we’re doing her any good at all.”

“Pete?—Ah yes, she’s the girl who’s more than half a boy, isn’t she?”

Miss Leven smiled. “That’s one way to put it. And she does not want that proportion changed, thank you very much. We’ve never had any time for fussy young ladies, and Pete is the very model of that self-reliance that we try to teach our girls, that they’re sure to need at some point in their future lives—but, oh dear, Evelyn! She’s like something out of the Wild West—or no, better, she’s like one of our own pioneers from a hundred years ago. She has a genius for anything mechanical, and for hard work too, so long as she thinks it worthwhile. She can coal and fire a boiler, or strip a motor to its component parts, then put it all back together again and leave it running sweeter than before. She’s a deadly shot with a catapult—or a cricket ball, come to that—and she can’t wait to show off her prowess with a rifle as soon as she’s allowed to. But she has the heartiest contempt for what she calls schoolbook learning, and her opinion on evening frocks does not bear repeating. Given her druthers, she’d live in overalls all week and Sunday too.”

“Yes. When I encountered her, I remember, she had an oil-smut on her nose and a live sandroach in her pocket. Which she was all too pleased to show me. To be fair to the infant, I don’t believe she was trying to shock me; I think she expected me to find it as fascinating as she clearly did herself. She led me to understand that she meant to keep it as a pet. I presume that was not allowed?”

“Indeed not! A female heavy with eggs? We’d have been overrun in no time. Her dormitory prefect confiscated it instanter, and took it to Miss Hendy. Who might herself have preferred to keep it, if I’m honest, but she was prevailed upon to release the creature, at some significant distance from the school. Miss Hendy and Pete are somewhat in sympathy with each other, I believe—but not alas enough to induce the child to spend any time at her studies. Practical lessons are meat and drink to her, but paper and ink are poison.”

“She’s hardly our first to feel that way,” Miss Tolchard said meditatively. “Remember when Melanie was new, and sports were all in all to her? If she couldn’t chase it or hit it with a stick, she didn’t want to know.”

“True for you,” Miss Leven laughed. “And I’m not sure she’s really changed, in her heart of hearts. She’s consented to go to a training college, to study human physiology and health—but only so that she can come back here and be a better games mistress. I’d best warn Miss Whitworth, she’ll be needing to find a husband herself in four or five years, just to make room. Melanie will not be denied.”

“She’ll be an asset, when she comes—but yes, all the better for some training and experience elsewhere. Will she go Home?”

“She’ll have to. She can’t get that training on Mars, it doesn’t exist. Female sports? Far too frivolous a notion, my dear. Even now. We remain a pioneer culture at heart. Women can labour all the hours God sends, but only on the farmstead; we still struggle with notions of women in the workplace, where men are meant to be. Games for women is something further yet, beyond imagining. Like education for women.”

“And yet, here we are,” Miss Tolchard murmured, long familiar with this particular argument.

“We are; but—” 

The maid came in just then, with fresh coffee and a cup for the visitor, and a plate of dainty biscuits. Miss Leven sent her off to make up bed and fire in the guest room; and when she was gone, Miss Tolchard picked up a new thread.

“Speaking of women’s education, what of Rowany’s?”

“What indeed?” Miss Leven returned. “She’s presented me with a list of what she needs, but I don’t know how we’re to achieve it. To be sure, we have most of that knowledge amongst the staff, but how any of us can spare the time to teach her, with the standard timetable as full as it is…”

“Oh, that’s easy,” quoth Miss Tolchard. “You don’t teach her anything; you point her at the books she needs, and instruct her to teach the brightest of her juniors. That way everybody benefits. She’ll absorb what she needs, under the pressure of having to pass it on; her victims will thrive under her tutelage; and your staff will find their burdens at least a little lifted.”

“Evelyn Tolchard! I can’t use her as an unpaid member of staff!”

“That’s Evelyn Mackenzie to you, and I’ll thank you to remember it—and of course you can.”

“In these walls, my lady, you are and will always remain their blessed Miss Tolchard, Mac or no Mac—and how on Mars could I justify that, when her father’s paying full fees for her extra year?”

“The results will speak for themselves. You know yourself there’s no better way to learn a thing than to teach it to someone else. And it won’t hurt the girl to take on a little responsibility alongside. At the moment she thinks she has it easy this year, with nothing to do but learn. What say we send for her now, and break it to her? She won’t be in bed yet.”

“You really are the wickedest woman. No, let her have her night among her own clan, being a schoolgirl once again, all unexpectedly. You can break it to her after breakfast. And I’ll be interested to know what she tells you in return, of the truth of all this. I know the story I’ve been told, which is not the story we are telling the school; and I know fine well that what I’ve heard is not all there is to it. There are layers within layers here.”

“There are—and they’re probably best left undisturbed,” said Miss Tolchard, who had had Rowany as a house-guest for the last few days before term began, and knew more perhaps than Miss Leven, and was uncomfortably obliged not to share it. “But I’ll tell you what, we might turn the tables, too. We could have your Pete instruct Rowany; I know ‘practical engineering’ is on that list of hers. Set it up as a club, and let Rowany and anyone who’s interested learn at the feet of the master. That’ll make the child feel a part of this school, quicker than anything else I can think of. By the way, what is her baptismal name? I cannot believe that her parents actually called her Pete.”

“The seal of the confessional, my dear; I am seven-times-seven sworn not to say. No, not even to you. Pete she is and Pete she will remain. Despite our best efforts. Oh, that uncle of hers may be a dear and I do wish him all the best, but he has so much, so very much to answer for…”


  


  Chapter Two


  The Powers That Be


“Come along in, my lambs, and don’t be shy. If the Crater School has taught you only one thing in all these years, it should be to step boldly through any doorway that’s open to you.”

That was a frightful slander on a beloved institution, which had taught them all far more than that; but Melanie said it with a smile, and came to the door herself to usher the two newcomers through. She well remembered how big a step it seemed, that first time you came into the Prefects’ Room by right, by appointment from the Head.

“Welcome to your new home,” she said breezily. “I know that you both know it intimately already, from many a summons in your wicked years—but this is where you belong now, and I do have to say that we’re delighted to have you. Sit yourselves down here, where we saved you two seats together, take a crumpet and a cup of tea, and we’ll get down to business…”

In truth, Melanie thought, she was talking for her own comfort as much as that of the two new appointees. The Prefects’ Room had been her home for a year and more, with this last step up from Games Prefect to Head Girl long predicted, almost expected—and even so. She was finding it a higher and a harder step than ever she’d anticipated. Before this, she’d always had Rowany to turn to in moments of crisis or self-doubt. Rowany had remained those few months older, those few inches taller, that one term senior as they progressed together through the school. It seemed as though they had been friends for ever, and colleagues too: colleagues in mischief first, and then in authority, little by little as older wiser heads deemed them ready for it. And now Rowany was—well, not gone exactly, but no longer what she was, in a strange way no longer senior. Melanie had her place, and was obliged to occupy it, and it all felt very wrong indeed.

Still: the burden was hers to carry, even if it came without rewards. She would be a poor creature indeed, who clamoured for prizes at the first hint of responsibility. No one had ever justly called Melanie a shirker. She seated the newcomers, with another encouraging smile; then took her place—hers at last, not Rowany’s!—at the head of the table. And felt all eyes turned to her, and met them all with as much grace as she could manage; and said, “Well, then. As the first order of business, I’d like to introduce our two newcomers, and welcome them to the Prefects’ Room. Yes, Mary, I know that we all know them both perfectly well already, but that’s really not the point. We don’t keep minutes of prefects’ meetings, but nevertheless: a formal introduction is called for, I believe. I know I had one, and so did you, for I was there. So: without further ado, if I may,” glowering around the table to make entirely certain of it, “ladies, let me make known to you Fidelis Carpenter and Arie Bunker, our two newest recruits to the, the prefecture.”

Arie blushed. Fidelis frowned and visibly had to swallow down a protest, that’s not what that word means. It wouldn’t take long for her to overcome a natural shyness and give her innate pedantry full rein, here as she did in class and out, with staff as freely as with juniors.

“As you know,” Melanie went on, speaking firmly over the rising murmur of welcome, “every prefect takes on a particular job. We’ve not had the usual wholesale turn-out this year, so I don’t need to assign tasks all round—unless anyone’s unhappy with what they were doing last term?”

No one spoke up, so she went on, “Very well, then. Obviously I can’t be Head Girl and carry on with games at the same time, there aren’t enough hours in the day; but equally obviously, we have a perfect candidate to step in to that role. If she’s willing. Alis, will you be Games Prefect?”

Alis gazed at her with a mutinous twinkle in her eye, and said, “Captain.”

“I … beg your pardon?”

“I’m honoured to accept, of course, but I want to give the job a new title. I think ‘Games Captain’ sounds more appropriate, don’t you?”

“What she means,” her friend Marina said lazily from her seat at Alis’s side, “is that her father’s a naval captain and her brother’s headed the same way, after being Games Captain at his own school, and she doesn’t want to be the only member of the family without a captaincy under her belt. You’d best look out, Felicity, for she’ll want the Pioneer captaincy as well. She’d like to be Captain Captain Rasmussen. Then her whole family would have to salute her.”

“That’s slander,” long-limbed Alis said equably. “Besides which, won’t you be bumped back down to Vice-Captain, Felicity, now that our beloved Rowany has returned in disgrace?”

“Let me answer that,” Melanie said quickly, before one of Rowany’s many fans around the table could decide to take offence, “because the answer is a simple ‘no’. Rowany won’t be resuming captaincy of the Pioneers, any more than she’ll be Head Girl again. Miss Leven did ask me to be clear about this if the question came up at all, because we all need to be clear with the rest of the school: Rowany’s here just to study this year, to make up whatever deficits Oxford saw in her. She’s, how shall I say it, outside the hierarchy now? Of course she’s still Rowany, with all that that implies; but she has no official position in either school or house, and no official duties either. We can’t look to her to step in, if things get out of hand; we can’t ask her to substitute for any one of us.”

“That’s barmy,” Elise van Buren said bluntly. “Given how the kids are all in awe of her. Why waste that power, when we have it to hand?”

“Because Miss Leven expects us to generate our own power, I suppose,” Melanie said. “Without being dependent on Rowany, any more than we are on the staff. We have to stand on our own feet now, and having Rowany around is … a complication. Not that she’s not welcome—but she’s not a prefect either, and we may as well accept that first as last.”

“She’s been given her own room in Jopling,” Marina confirmed. “Which is a thing unknown hitherto. I imagine it’s meant to reinforce that notion of her as a being apart, neither fish nor fowl. Can we call her a red herring, and be done? I well know the pleasure of lingering over a hot crumpet, but I have to practice; I’ve a lesson first thing in the morning, and Mr Fellenor will not love me if I don’t have my bowing sorted out. Mahler is most peculiar to me,” she added wistfully. Marina’s violin was thought likely to spread her fame across the province and further yet—but that meant work, and the school did all it could to keep her at it. Miss Leven was known to have hesitated before offering her the prefectship, for fear that even a little authority might prove a distraction from her true calling.

“Yes, of course,” Melanie said hastily. “With Alis stepping up to be Games Prefect—oh, very well, Games Captain, if you must—that leaves her job as Staff Prefect vacant. Fidelis, can I ask you to take that on? It doesn’t mean much in the way of extra work, and you do get choice insights into the ways of the Staff Room.”

“I think I can do that,” Fidelis agreed carefully, “if Alis will brief me on all the ins and outs?”

“Depend on it, my child,” Alis said, with an airy wave of her hand. “Actually, I have it all written down, to make sure I didn’t forget anything. I’ll pass my notebook on, like ancient wisdom.”

“Excellent,” Melanie said. “Thanks, both. That leaves you, Arie—and actually we have a task new-minted that should be right up your street. Miss Leven hinted to me that we don’t take enough care of our little people, so I thought we’d best make them an official job. I’m not sure about the title yet—‘Juniors Prefect’ just sounds odd—but would you be prepared to keep an eye on the Junior School, and try to defray trouble before it has to come to us officially? You know what they’re like, with their cliques and wars and upsets.”

“I do—and of course I will, I’d be glad to.”

“Thanks, then. To be honest, I think what really happened is that the staff noticed you were doing that already, and felt it ought to be officially acknowledged. Well, that’s that, people. Is there any other business, or may I release Marina to her fiddling?”

“I suppose it’s no use my proposing that we create another new job, with the express purpose of crushing all wickedness out of the Middles,” Elise said with a gleam in her eye, “and co-opt Rowany for the position, in direct defiance of Miss Leven and her edict? Rowany has to do something with her time, apart from study; she might as well let us make use of her.”

“Absolutely no use at all, no.” Those very words were on the tip of Melanie’s tongue, along with didn’t I already tell you so? and other scathing comments—but in fact it wasn’t she who said them. The voice came from the doorway. Somehow nobody had noticed the interloper, standing there without so much as a by-your-leave. Now that they’d seen her, they couldn’t understand their own heedlessness; she was inherently hard to overlook.

The entire Crater School prefectorial body rose to its feet as one person, and shrieked, “Rowany!”

She flinched under the weight of that outcry, looked back over her shoulder in an exaggerated manner, stepped across the threshold and closed the door carefully behind her.

“Hush, my children, hush. You sound like a gaggle of fourth-formers at their reckless worst. Do you want to bring the staff down upon you in their wrath? Because, let me tell you, I do not. I’m not even supposed to be here. Indeed, I’m strictly forbidden. Strictly,” she stressed, drawing up a chair to the table as though by right and reaching a long arm for the last remaining crumpet.

“Yes,” said Melanie, as the room settled. “We’ve been told all about that. No duties, no responsibilities. We’re not even supposed to ask you for advice. So what, may I ask, are you doing here?”

“Can’t a girl drop in for a friendly chat with her—what are you? Not forebears. Afterbears? Erstwhilebears?”

“Not in the middle of a prefects’ meeting, she can’t. And don’t tell me you didn’t know what we were about. That door was closed for a reason; if you’d knocked, we’d have told you to go away, sight unseen.”

“Which is exactly why I didn’t knock, for I wanted to speak to you. To all of you at once, and in private, which is why I’m breaking in on your meeting before you scatter to the four winds. So: will you send me away again with my tail between my legs, or will you listen?”

There could only ever be one answer to such a question. “Go ahead,” Melanie said, striving to remember that she was Head Girl here now and nominally in charge. It was harder than ever to keep that in mind, with Rowany actually in the room. How Oxford had ever contrived to say “no” to her, or at least “not now”, was beyond Melanie’s imagining; certainly she could never do it herself. “We’re listening.”

Indeed, they could have heard a pin drop, had anyone been so distracted as to be playing with one. In fact they were motionless, riveted: what on Mars was Rowany going to tell them?

She smiled around the table, all too aware of their weighty attention; then she said, “So here I am, and I know it’s going to be difficult for everybody having me around, so I did want to say sorry for that. And to promise you that I won’t make a nuisance of myself. You people run the school now—yes, you do, Mary, far more than the staff do; only think about it for a moment and you’ll see that—and I’m determined not to interfere. Melanie’s in charge, not me. Miss Tolchard and Miss Leven both have been quite clear about that. It was a condition of their taking me back for this extra year, that I focus on my work and not the school. I’m to be—semi-detached, is how Miss Leven put it. I am in the school but not quite of the school, is what Miss Tolchard said.

“All that said,” she said, “I am still myself: which means that I am a Craterean through and through, whatever Authority dictates. I am no longer officially one of you, but to some extent that leaves me more free to help you, without actually infringing on the strictures of the staff. I do mean to buckle down and study hard this year—but I can see ways that we can play that to your advantage, if you choose to make use of me. For example, I don’t believe you can have come this far without someone’s mentioning the Middles…?”



The first full day of term was never anything approaching a normal day at the Crater School. To be sure, there were classes, and a timetable; but all day long girls would be called out of class in batches, house by house, for unpacking. Others had to go to the San for vaccinations, if their health certificates weren’t up to date. Actually trying to teach a lesson was hopeless. Instead, mistresses contributed further to the chaos by sending girls hither and yon on errands, running to the Stationery Prefect for supplies or to the Library Prefect for textbooks. They appointed classroom monitors, or else staged elections according to their whimsy. If their mood was mean—and no mistress was ever reliably sunny-tempered on the first day of term—they might give a test on holiday tasks that of course no self-respecting schoolgirl had tackled yet, or on something random that they just felt girls ought to know: the early history of the colony or provincial administration or something equally appalling. Sometimes Miss Hendy would set a dozen plants in pots around a long table, and challenge a class to identify them all, with prizes for the best guesses and the absolute worst. Often, by mid-afternoon, the staff had entirely had enough of trying to instruct or entertain a teeming classroom of hopelessly over-excited girls, and would simply send them out to the playing-fields to run off their excess energy.

It was no surprise to Rowany, then, that the whole school seemed noisier and busier than usual, even while absolutely no learning was going on. The corridors were hectic with messengers dashing this way and that, their arms heaped high with books or ink-bottles or exercise paper; and every single one of them—or so it seemed to Rowany—eyed her sideways with a mix of curiosity and pity, even while they greeted her courteously. No one stopped to chat. To be fair, there never was time on the first day of term; and she was so much older, so very much senior, most of them would have shrivelled at the very thought of a casual chat with the legendary Rowany de Vere; and even so. She thought that every single one of them was struggling against a desperate need to know exactly what had happened, and the terrible impossibility of asking.

Sighing inwardly, she left the Castle as soon as she could manage it. Not that that helped, particularly. The broad gravel path leading down to the boarding houses was just as busy. She had half a mind to seek the shelter of her own room, but that was no good either. The chances of reaching sanctuary without being called aside were slim; one needn’t be officially a prefect to help with the chaotic ceremony that was unpacking. Besides, she had not been raised to hide from the face of adversity. She walked past Jopling House without a sideways glance. 

Which left her with the inevitable question of where she was actually going, where indeed she could go now that hiding was off the table.

There were the playing-fields, with a casual game of cricket going on already, and someone organising relay races of outstanding complexity. Running around held its attractions—but she was years older than any of those girls, and if the object was to avoid being stared at, then petitioning to join one group or the other was quite out of the question.

On she went, then, seeing nothing in her future but a solitary walk, far from the madding crowd—until her mind was suddenly and startlingly changed for her, by a noise arising from the shrubbery ahead.

No, not a noise: a sound. That was more polite. And not just any sound: it was music. What was more, it was music that she recognised, that she’d danced to more times than she could count. Just, she’d never heard it before as a duet for violin and trumpet…

She might not be Head Girl any more, she might not be any kind of prefect, with any kind of authority at all; but none the less, she was still Rowany de Vere. She stepped forward with all the boldness of untold generations of military ancestors, and not a few Martian pioneers besides; and smiled beatifically upon the tunesmiths, until their music died away in a squawl and a splutter that no one from Ireland to here could have known as “King of the Fairies”.

“Hail and well met, twins,” she said easily into the dreadful silence that followed. “Indeed, twin twins, I might say. Where are your better halves?”

The single glance they threw at each other in that moment, one Mishkin and one Abramoff, told Rowany much that she was curious to know. Mischief was afoot, beyond question.

Still: she wasn’t Head Girl, wasn’t a prefect now. Truly, it was none of her business. She forged forward determinedly: “Well, never mind; I can trust each of you to speak for your twin too, I think. Jessica, Tasha,” she added, just so the younger girls were clear that she was quite clear herself about which twins she had to hand. “I have a kindness to ask of you, if you will.”

The two blinked nervously. Jessica laid her fiddle down carefully on a convenient bench; Tasha shook spittle out of her trumpet, and eyed Rowany with the wariness of long experience.

It was too hard, not to laugh. So she did, a broad wholehearted peal, which made Tasha scowl and Jessica blanch.

Recovering, Rowany said, “Relax, you young idiots—and do tell me what you’re up to, before I get around to asking favours. I’m just an adjunct now, remember, I couldn’t put you in trouble if I wanted to. No one ever accused me of telling tales, even when I was newer than you are, Jess.”

“We’re not doing anything wrong!” Tasha said hotly. “We’re, we’re pre-emptying trouble, that’s what we’re doing.”

“Possibly pre-empting,” Rowany murmured helpfully. Tasha looked doubtful. “No, but do go on. In what way are you pre-emptying trouble?”

“Well, we’re both in orchestra, and you know we always play on First Day? For the dances?”

Of course she knew. It was a hallowed and much-loved tradition that after supper on their first evening back, everyone helped to clear all the tables to the side, so they could have dancing up and down the dining hall.

“Well, last term Miss Llewellyn was really rude about our playing,” Tasha continued. “She said we raised a, a right cacaphony.”

“Cacophony, probably,” Rowany offered.

“That’s what I said, cacaphony. And Jess wasn’t here then, so she doesn’t know half the music; so I said I’d help her practise, not to give postage to fortune.”

“Hostages—no, never mind. That was very good of you, Tasha,” and never mind the peculiar racket that violin and trumpet had made together. She wasn’t about to mention any such thing. “I’d heard you played a pretty fiddle, Jess; I’ll look forward to hearing more of it tonight. But that’s not why I wanted to talk to you, obviously. Am I right in thinking that you both—I mean, all four of you—were brought up speaking Russian at home?”

Jessica nodded hesitantly. “Along with other languages, I mean. English, obviously, and Hindi and Malay and all sorts. But our grandparents were old-school Russians, and didn’t really speak anything else—so yes, Rachel and I have it fluently.”

“Us too,” Tasha confirmed. “Grandparents again, mostly, though our parents too would talk Russian as often as English. Sometimes I think they did it deliberately,” she added, with all the naivety of fourteen, “just to make sure we kept up.”

Rowany was sure that they did exactly that, but decided not to say so. “Well,” she said heartily, “this couldn’t have fallen out more conveniently—because it so happens that I stand in desperate need of coaching. Russian is one of the languages that Oxford has chosen to demand of me, and honestly, I have barely more than a smattering, and of course there’s no one on the staff here who can coach me. The Crater School doesn’t offer it at all. So would you and your twins be willing to take me in hand, for an hour or two a week of Russian conversation?”

The two younger girls stared at her, and then blankly at each other. Rowany sternly suppressed an internal giggle, and added hastily, “Of course you will need to discuss it with your other halves before you agree, I entirely see that. But do talk it over and let me know, will you? Because truly, I stand in dreadful need.”

Waiting for their awkward nods and inevitable reassurances, of course they’d talk it over with their sisters and tell her the verdict as soon as might be, Rowany allowed herself briefly to forget that she was no longer a prefect. These two might indeed have been inspired to practise, before tonight’s dancing—but to do so out here, beyond the playing-fields? Nothing within school grounds lay further, except the sculpture-garden. And now she was no longer speaking, she became aware of rustlings and whisperings, among the greenery of that secluded space. Jessica and Tasha had been notably reluctant to explain where their twins had gone; not very far, Rowany interpreted. Indeed, the likelihood was high that all the Crew was within call and spying on her now. That raucous music might well have been doubling as a watch-signal, its sudden cutting-off the warning that trouble approached.

What on earth could they be up to, on the first day of term, that needed such secrecy and such careful guard? Rowany had no right to ask, and no reason to wonder; it simply wasn’t her place any longer. And yet, she remained merely human, still more than less a schoolgirl; curiosity was a fierce flame in her heart. A flame that would burn late tonight, long after weary Middles were in bed…


  

  Chapter Three


  The Light in the Demon's Eyes


In class or out of class, time at the Crater School was as strictly regulated as the canonical hours in a monastery, or so generations of girls had been heard to complain.

In truth, their time was measured out as carefully as their meals. Work was balanced against leisure, exercise against rest. After supper on a typical schoolday, everything was calculated towards calming excitable minds to bring them in tune with tired bodies and nudge them gently towards a warm and welcoming, welcome bed.

First Night was anything but typical, of course, and normal methods would avail them nothing. Wise heads had taken a coarser and more direct path from the beginning, which tradition had now absorbed. Nothing could speak peace to a girl’s mind on her first night of term, back among her friends with a thousand things to say; but brisk and vigorous dancing could at least exhaust her body, so that sleep should come willy-nilly.

That was the theory, at least, though the girls by and large never knew it until seniority and responsibility made things clear that had been cloudy before. Levity was still too new to school to have an inkling. One term here had taught her what was meant to happen at every bell, but she had barely troubled her head as to why. No staff would be so mean as to set prep on the first day back, so the whole school was at a loose end, and might as well dance
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